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Mr. Chairman and members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to appear before
you today to testify on the extremely important subject of red snapper management. | am Chris
Blankenship, and |1 am the Commissioner of the Alabama Department of Conservation and
Natural Resources. Under Alabama Law, the Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural
Resources (ADCNR) has full jurisdiction and control of all seafoods existing or living in the
waters of Alabama, and it shall ordain, promulgate and enforce all rules, regulations and orders
deemed by it to be necessary for the protection, propagation or conservation of the same. The
Marine Resources Division (MRD) of ADCNR is responsible for managing the fisheries in the
coastal waters of Alabama and advising the Commissioner of Conservation relative to saltwater
fisheries and seafoods. Prior to my current position, | was the Director of the Marine Resources
Division for 7 years.

| am so honored to appear before you today because, for the State of Alabama, the red snapper
fishery is the most important recreational fishery in the Gulf of Mexico. Prior to 1997, the red
snapper fishery was open 365 days a year with very liberal creel and size limits or no limits at
all. The red snapper fishery was being overfished, and additional management measures were
put in place to protect the stock. In 1997, the recreational season was shortened to 330 days with
progressively shorter seasons in 1998 and 1999 when the season length was 240 days. During
the years of 2000 through 2007, the season was stable at 194 days. In 2008, the recreational
season really began to be curtailed when the season was shortened to 65 days. In 2012, the
season was 45 days long, in 2013 the season was 28 days, and from 2014-2016 it was around 10
days. In 2017, the private recreational season was initially set at 3 days!

The Magnuson-Stevens Act (MSA) has been a great tool for managing the commercial fisheries
of the United States. The MSA has also been instrumental in rebuilding fisheries that have
undergone overfishing. | am happy to report that the red snapper fishery is no longer considered
to be undergoing overfishing. However, the MSA has not been very effective at allowing
recreational access to fisheries as the fishery has been rebuilt. We are seeing this in the Gulf of
Mexico in both the red snapper and grey triggerfish fisheries. Stock assessments are several
years behind and quotas are set based on levels observed in the fishery many years earlier. This



creates quotas that are unnecessarily low for these rebuilding fisheries. As the fisheries rebuild,
both the average weight and the abundance increase, causing the fishery to meet these
unnecessarily low quotas at a much faster pace. This has led to very brief seasons or, in the case
of gray triggerfish, no season. The continued reduction and fluctuation of fishing seasons has
placed a real hardship on the recreational and charter fishermen of the State of Alabama and
other Gulf States.

Alabama has a relatively small coastline compared to the other Gulf States. Even though the
coastline of Alabama is less than 5% of the total Gulf coastline, we land on average 30%-35% of
the recreationally caught red snapper in the Gulf of Mexico. The City of Orange Beach is known
as “The Red Snapper Capital of the World.” The charter and for-hire fleet in Orange Beach
contains more than 200 vessels. This is the largest homeport for charter and for-hire vessels in
the entire Gulf of Mexico. The people of the coastal areas of Alabama and particularly the people
of the cities of Orange Beach, Gulf Shores and Dauphin Island are proud of the outstanding red
snapper fishery we have in the federal waters adjacent to Alabama. You might wonder how a
state with such a small coastline could land that many red snapper. The State of Alabama has
built this premier red snapper fishery through the creation of manmade artificial reefs.

Artificial Reefs

Alabama has the largest artificial reef program in the United States. Red snapper, as well as other
reef fish, need structure to thrive. The water bottoms off the coast of Alabama are relatively flat
with very little relief. Until the last 50 years, the only places that red snapper were caught off
our coast were on the very few natural reefs and outcroppings in the Gulf. Beginning in the
1950’s, the Alabama Marine Resources Division began placing material in the waters offshore to
create habitat for reef fish. The initial placements were so successful that in the 1970’s Alabama
worked with the Corps of Engineers to create the Alabama Artificial Reef Zone. This 1,030-
square-mile area in federal waters adjacent to Alabama is managed by the Marine Resources
Division. Over the past 40 plus years, more than 17,000 reefs have been placed in the reef zone.
These reefs include over 100 decommissioned military tanks, concrete bridge rubble and metal
bridge spans, over 1,000 10-foot-tall concrete pyramids, many barges, ships, tugs, airplanes, dry
docks, oil and gas rigs, concrete culverts, and pipes. Private companies and individuals have
also placed several thousand reefs that met reef construction protocols and were permitted by the
Marine Resources Division. This habitat creation has caused the population of red snapper to
increase substantially off the coast of Alabama.

I would like for ADCNR to take full credit for the success of the Alabama Avrtificial Reef

Program, but it cannot. Although the program is managed by the Marine Resources Division and
the State of Alabama has invested millions of dollars in reef construction, the level of success we
have seen would not have been possible without the partnerships we have participated in with the



charter industry, recreational fishing organizations and private industry. The Orange Beach
Fishing Association has been instrumental in partnering with us to fund reef construction.
Through the Red Snapper World Championship Fishing Tournament, hundreds of thousands of
dollars were raised to build reefs. The Alabama Road Builders Association and the oil and gas
industry saw the great fishery we were building in Alabama and provided material and funds to
construct reefs. The Coastal Conservation Association has been a valuable addition to recent
participation in reef-building activities both in Alabama waters and in adjacent federal waters.
The most recent partnership has been the creation of the Alabama Gulf Coast Reef and
Restoration Foundation. This group was formed to bring together state, county and local
governments as well as coastal chambers of commerce, coastal businesses and fishing interests to
continue to fund reef-building.

The millions of dollars that have been invested in artificial reefs and the foresight of so many
people have created this great red snapper fishery, but these same people are only able to have

access to this fishery for a few days out of the year due to current stringent fishing seasons.

Regional Management of Red Snapper

The Gulf of Mexico Fisheries Management Council and the National Marine Fisheries Service
are currently tasked with the management of red snapper. Currently, the red snapper stock is
managed as a single stock in the Gulf of Mexico with an overall Gulf-wide quota. The overall
quota is divided between the recreational sector, with 49% of the quota, and the commercial
sector, with 51% of the total quota. The recreational quota is again split between the private
recreational fishermen and the federally permitted charter-for-hire vessels. Once the recreational
quota is met, or is projected to be met, the recreational red snapper fishery in the federal waters
of the Gulf of Mexico must close. The commercial sector is managed under an Individual
Fishing Quota program (IFQ). The IFQ program has been very successful at managing the
commercial catch each year.

As previously stated, currently the red snapper stock in the Gulf of Mexico is managed as a
single unit. This single unit management includes both fish caught in state waters as well as fish
caught in federal waters. Some of the states have red snapper seasons in state waters that differ
from the federal red snapper season, which is within their sovereign rights. The issue for a state
like Alabama is that the fish caught during these state seasons is deducted from the overall Gulf-
wide quota which shortens the seasons in federal waters off the coast of Alabama.

The large decrease in the recreational season length coupled with the inconsistent red snapper
seasons by some states has many people looking for solutions. One of those possible solutions is
regional management of red snapper and other reef fish. Many aspects of regional management
remain under discussion but one thing is clear: The current Gulf-wide, single-stock management



system through the Gulf of Mexico Fisheries Management Council has not satisfactorily served
the fishermen of the Gulf of Mexico or the resource.

Three proposed amendments to the Red Snapper Fishery Management Plan are currently before
the Gulf of Mexico Fisheries Management Council to establish state management of red snapper
off the coasts of Alabama, Louisiana and Mississippi. Each state would be allocated a portion of
the recreational red snapper quota as set by the Science and Statistical Committee of the Gulf
Council. This allocation would be determined using prior landing history and other factors to
establish a fair distribution of allocation. Once a state receives its allocation of the total quota,
the state could enact management measures that would best fit the needs of that state. This
flexibility would assist in lengthening the season for most states, but the biggest benefit would be
that seasons and management measures could be tailored to optimize the socio-economic needs
of each region. Currently, the red snapper season begins on June 1 of each year and runs
consecutively until the quota is projected to be met. Some states, due to tourism, weather
patterns, or other factors, would prefer a season at a different time other than June each year. For
example, some states might want a season in April or May, some would like a weekend-only
season, and some would like a fall season while others would want a split season. Regional
management would allow each region or state to set seasons that would provide the greatest
benefit to the fishermen and coastal economies within their state while still protecting the red
snapper stock.

Regional management and quota allocation would also solve the problem of different state water
areas and incompatible regulations. Each region would be allotted a certain amount of pounds to
manage. It would not matter if the fish were caught in state waters or federal waters; it would
still be counted toward that one region’s allocation without adversely affecting another region.
Regions could also use other measures to better manage the fishery in their region, including
setting different bag limits or size limits or assigning different sectors a portion of the regional
quota.

H.R. 3588, as proposed, would use a different regional or state management strategy. This
depth/distance-based concept is very interesting. | think this has a great deal of potential. It
would allow the states flexibility in setting the seasons for the private recreational fishermen. It
would not change the system or seasons for the charter-for-hire or commercial fisheries. Those
sectors have been consistent in their desire to stay under current federal management. Red
snapper live and thrive out to about 600 feet or 100 fathoms. Limiting private recreational
fishing to waters less than 25 fathoms would establish something like a sanctuary for most of the
red snapper biomass. The fallacy | see with the plan is that the quota and total allowable catch
are set by NOAA Fisheries under the current system. It does not appear that the biomass in the
areas outside 25 fathoms and not available for recreational harvest would be credited to the plan.
If the state and selected NOAA scientists can work together to produce a comprehensive stock



assessment or population estimate for each region or state and then manage the resultant quota
with the means that protect the red snapper stock while also allowing greater access to
recreational fishermen that would be a vast improvement over the current system.

NOAA Fisheries needs to use a better procedure and timeline for certifying state data collection
programs. The current Alabama Snapper Check program was begun in 2013. The development
of the program has been partially funded by NOAA, and we have worked with the MRIP staff
and the NOAA consultants every step of the way. Certification should be a simple matter of
accepting the report and agreeing that we have used the methods suggested by NOAA and the
consultants. We submitted our final report and request for approval months ago. It is now
anticipated by NOAA MRIP staff that we will have a decision before the end of calendar year
2017. Having a 6-month deadline for the Secretary to certify programs should be an
improvement.

Recreational Red Snapper Data Collection

Due to changes in the federal Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP) in 2013, the
reported catch of red snapper was drastically inflated over previous years. The public has lost
confidence in this system and, frankly, so have many of the Gulf States. Each of the Gulf States
has implemented a state-specific red snapper recreational data collection program because none
of them believes that the current MRIP estimates are correct. There has been a consensus in
Alabama from the charter fishermen and many recreational fishermen that for the opportunity to
pursue regional management they would be willing to take a more active role in reporting their
catch. In order to determine the actual catch of red snapper that is landed in Alabama, the
Alabama Marine Resources Division developed and implemented a mandatory Red Snapper
Reporting System, beginning with the 2014 red snapper season. This program requires both
charter and recreational fishermen to report their catches of red snapper upon their return to the
dock. This system has been very successful in its first three years and shows that individualized
data collection that best fits the geography and circumstances of each state can be very
beneficial.

Alabama implemented this new system in 2014, but we also continued with the current MRIP
system and conducted both programs simultaneously so we would have a comparison of the
validity. The results were striking. The Alabama system estimated that 601,155 pounds of red
snapper were landed during the 2014 season, while the federal MRIP system estimated that
1,091,000 pounds were landed. In 2015, Alabama Snapper Check estimated 1,485,778 pounds
of red snapper were landed in Alabama while MRIP estimated 2,373,392 pounds. In 2016,
1,620,879 pounds were estimated by Snapper Check and MRIP estimated 2,791,051. For the



2017 season Alabama Snapper Check preliminary landings are estimated at 1,733,527 pounds.
The federal MRIP estimate for the 2017 season will not be available for many more months.

Alabama validated its results by using video counts of vessels launched at coastal boat ramps.
These video count estimates were a near identical match to the Alabama red snapper reporting
system data. We feel that the federal system has repeatedly overestimated the catch for Alabama
by nearly double. This gross inaccuracy has a profound effect on the red snapper season length
and consequently a profound negative effect on the economy of Coastal Alabama. Alabama
plans to continue the mandatory red snapper reporting system in 2018 and beyond. We have
worked with NOAA Fisheries throughout the development and implementation of Alabama
Snapper Check. | would have anticipated that NOAA Fisheries would have certified our system
by now, but they have been very slow at evaluating and approving our methodologies. We are
also working with NOAA Fisheries to calibrate the MRIP system and to explore how the
Alabama data can be used in that system and in future assessments.

The charter fleet in Alabama has proposed 100% electronic trip reporting to ensure compliance
and to assist in quota monitoring. In Alabama we are continuing to explore new technology to
improve the reporting of recreational catch. Alabama has shown that under regional
management we have the desire and the ability to better monitor the catch of red snapper than the
current federal system. With the management proposed by both H.R. 2023 and H.R. 3588, the
Alabama Snapper Check system will be vital to accurately estimating the catch to ensure
overfishing does not occur. | am concerned about the cost of additional data collection. Whether
this fishery is managed under a form of regional management or continued federal management,
adequate funding for recreational data collection is imperative.

Regional Management and Stock Assessments

The proposed concept of regional management is a step in the right direction. The flexibility to
set seasons and other management measures by region will go a long way toward providing
tailored management that best suits the socio-economic and fishery management needs of the
region. However, not all regions have the same habitat and, therefore, not all regions have the
same stock characteristics. As previously stated, Alabama has the largest artificial reef program
in the United States. We have more than 17,000 reefs that have been placed in our reef zones.
This large amount of habitat has produced a large amount of fish. Not all states or regions have
this large concentration and population of red snapper and other reef fish. Currently, the red
snapper stock is assessed and managed as a single unit. For true regional management, each
region needs the ability to conduct a stock assessment or population estimate for the fishery
within its region and then manage that stock independent of the other regions. The current
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSA) does not allow this type
of true regional management.



In some cases, the data collected by NOAA Fisheries is not adequate to fully inform the stock
assessment models. To obtain a large portion of the data included in the red snapper stock
assessment, NOAA Fisheries conducts fishery independent data collection for reef fish using a
bottom long line. NOAA conducts this work from the Texas/Mexico border to the tip of Florida.
However, their sampling protocol explicitly excludes the Alabama Acrtificial Reef Zones from its
data collection. To me this is akin to conducting a census of the United States but excluding all
the cities and just sampling the rural areas. Our United States population count would be
drastically different if the census were conducted in this manner. | feel the red snapper
information collected by NOAA is also skewed by excluding the areas where over 30% of ALL
the red snapper in the Gulf of Mexico are caught. In order to collect this information and have it
included in the red snapper stock assessment, Alabama has funded and conducted our own
bottom long line data collection program in federal waters. Alabama is spending the hard-earned
money of our citizens in order to collect data that NOAA Fisheries should be collecting. Again,
this is blatantly unfair to the citizens of Alabama.

Alabama has completed our own comprehensive population estimate of red snapper within the
Alabama Reef Zones. This population estimate was conducted by Dr. Sean Powers of the
University of South Alabama. The estimate shows that we have more red snapper off the coast of
Alabama than is being estimated by NOAA Fisheries. We will continue to refine this estimate
and work to have the information included in the next benchmark red snapper stock assessment.
We are currently conducting a red snapper stock assessment for the area south of the Alabama
coast. When the Alabama Red Snapper Population Estimate and the Alabama Red Snapper
Stock Assessment are peer-reviewed and scientifically accepted, they will show that Alabama
has the ability to adequately manage the red snapper fishery in totality. We can conduct the
stock assessments, we can set a healthy quota, and we will be able to accurately monitor the
catch to ensure that the red snapper fishery is not overfished while at the same time allowing
access to our fishermen. | feel that Alabama has more of an opportunity to manage this fishery
in totality under the provisions of H.R. 2023 and H.R. 3588 than we currently have under NOAA
Fisheries and current federal law.

Thank you again for the opportunity to participate in this most worthy discussion. The red
snapper fishery is of utmost importance to the people and the coastal economy of the State of
Alabama. If | can ever assist in any way, please feel free to contact me.



